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A new book highlights the history and skills of botanical illustration 
developed during the early years of plant hunting that the advent of 
photography has failed to diminish. Nigel Williams reports. 
Floral foraysOne of the results of globalisation 
for Western consumers is 
the constant availability of an 
enormous range of foodstuffs 
from around the world. Fruit and 
vegetables are now produced 
anywhere that can seize market 
advantage regardless of other 
interests. But the growing 
issue of ‘food miles’ is at last 
beginning to make consumers 
think about the origins of their 
food. And a new book highlights 
another feature lacking from 
our globalised market; the 
extraordinary history of discovery 
and recording of key plants 
around the globe.
The new book by Richard 
Aitken, a Melbourne-based 
curator and historian, sets out to 
tell tales of botanical pursuits in 
search of new foods and other 
plant materials. But it also reveals 
the efforts and skills over the 
centuries of artists to record the 
details of the results of these 
pursuits in often astonishingly 
beautiful illustrations. It is not 
surprising that so many volumes 
of botanical texts have been 
pulled apart to extract the 
illustrations as works of art in 
themselves.
And Aitken states as one of 
his aims to reveal some of the 
remarkable illustrations of plants 
found in the early accounts 
of botanical explorations that 
are increasingly unavailable to 
members of the general public 
as librarians shield such valuable 
material.
Botanical illustration is 
an ancient art, developed 
independently in many 
civilisations around the world. 
For instance, there is in the vast 
Vatican library a herbal dated 
1552, in which the illustrations 
are painted by Aztecs and the 
text is written in Latin. The tradition of painting is unlike 
anything in Europe at that time, 
but it is precise and informative 
enough for a medical herbal for 
ailments of the commissioning 
conquistadors.
But the illustrations for Aitken’s 
book come mostly from the State 
Library of Victoria in Melbourne 
and the stars here are mostly 
artists in the European tradition. The library, opened in 1856, 
collected widely and ambitiously 
with generous funding from the 
then colony’s wealthy coffers. 
Dealers in London and Amsterdam 
guided natural history acquisitions 
and treasures flooded into the 
collections and the aim was to 
make the books accessible to all. 
But with the appreciation of the 
value of natural history books, 
access to the collection has been 
increasingly restricted. “The wish 
of the State Library of Victoria to 
continue sharing these books in a 





Jean-Paul Vincent got his first 
degree in applied physics from the 
University of Louvain in Belgium. 
He then obtained a Fulbright 
fellowship for postgraduate studies 
in biophysics at the University of 
California, Berkeley. His thesis 
showed that the dorso- ventral axis 
of frog embryos is specified by the 
so- called subcortical rotation in 
the egg. From Berkeley, he moved 
across the bay to the University 
of California, San Francisco, for 
postdoctoral training with Pat 
O’Farrell. There, in collaboration 
with O’Farrell and Tim Mitchison, 
he devised the first cell-lineage 
tracer based on caged dye 
technology. In 1993, he started 
is own research group at the 
Laboratory of Molecular Biology 
in Cambridge (UK) where he 
developed his interest in epithelial 
patterning. He moved to his 
present job at the National Institute 
for Medical Research in Mill Hill in 
1997. His work there has shown 
that degradation of Wingless, an 
important signalling molecule, 
is developmentally regulated. 
He continues to investigate 
Wingless trafficking, and also has 
an interest in the maintenance 
of epithelial organisation during 
embryogenesis.
What turned you on to biology in 
the first place? Biology was not 
considered a serious subject by 
the school I attended in Belgium. 
The emphasis was on formal maths 
and physics, and this is what I took 
as an undergraduate. I enjoyed the 
neat beauty of these two subjects 
but longed to learn biology as 
well, because it encompasses 
phenomena that are amazing and 
yet still governed by the laws of 
physics and chemistry. I wish that I 
could have had an undergraduate 
education that covered equally 
physics, biology, chemistry and 
applied maths. I also wish that my 
maths and physics education had 
had a more intuitive slant (as tends 
to be the case in the US) instead of 
overvaluing abstract mathematical 
thinking (which seemed to be the 
only yardstick of intelligence in 
Belgium and France). My world 
opened dramatically when I went 
to UC Berkeley. I had the idea of 
studying photosynthesis from 
a solid-state physicist’s point 
of view, but as I took various 
undergraduate courses, I became 
exposed to a vast array of 
fascinating biological processes. 
I then met George Oster, who 
convinced me that there are 
interesting fluid dynamics in a frog 
egg. 
Do you have a favourite paper? 
Being the product of a rather 
hierarchical European education 
system, I was surprised when 
soon after my arrival at Berkeley, 
professors were seeking my 
opinion on research projects. 
But when John Gerhart, who 
later became my advisor, asked 
me to summarise a classic 
182- page French paper — Ancel, 
P. and Vintemberger, P. (1948) 
Recherche sur le déterminisme de 
la symétrie bilatérale dans l’oeuf 
des amphibians. Bull. Biol. Fr. Bel. 
Suppl. 31, 1–182 — I thought I 
could contribute something useful 
(not knowing of course that John 
was fluent in French). Clearly it is 
not a very succinct paper, but it 
was an endless source of facts, 
puzzles and inspiration throughout 
my thesis work. 
I also have a least-favourite 
paper: Control of sequential 
compartment formation in 
Drosophila. (1978) Science 
199, 259–270. It is a modeling 
paper that I first read before I 
knew much biology. I was then 
enthralled by its beauty. I only 
found out later that it had no 
connection with reality and felt 
cheated.
What advice would you offer 
someone who is starting a 
career in biology? The most 
difficult aspect of research 
is to identify a good problem 
to investigate. The classical 
literature is full of problems 
and observations waiting to be 
re-examined under a new light. 
Confirmation and extension of 
the original observation with 
modern techniques is a good way 
to ensure immediate productivity 
and to prepare the terrain for good underpinned publication” of this 
book, says Aitken.
Most of the illustrations Aitken 
depicts show the artists’ love 
of detail: the structure of the 
veins of the leaf, the relation 
of the leaf to the stem and the 
arrangement of the seeds in the 
pod, and everything to do with the 
composition of the flower.
From the subtitle of the book, 
you might expect a collection of 
anecdotes but the book is more 
like an overview of the whole 
history of botanical exploration 
and its intersection with the age 
of the great global empires, with a 
few anecdotes thrown in.
He highlights the eventual 
economic importance of some of 
these floral forays. Some parts of 
the world yielded an extraordinary 
number of food plants — so large 
that it is hard to imagine the 
cuisine of India before it received 
such Central and Southern 
American contributions as the 
chilli or the tomato.
But he also highlights other 
reactions. Considering the 
distinctiveness of the Australian 
flora, it is surprising that early 
British and French botanists 
were disappointed at what they 
found. Aitken comments: “A 
perceived lack of edible plants 
was commonly cited, yet this 
belied the rich array of ‘bush 
tucker’ plants that had sustained 
Australia’s Aboriginals for 
thousands of years.” 
But the strength of this book 
lies in its illustrations, which bring 
us close to, but do not include 
the age of photography. It is 
interesting that photography has 
its weaknesses as a method of 
illustrating botany. It is still the 
case that an artist may be a more 
helpful guide.
“Botanical Riches is thus a 
vehicle for bringing this rich 
legacy to wider notice and in so 
doing to share the joy of these 
plants and their depiction with 
new audiences,” writes Aitken. “In 
many cultures... there is a pleasing 
conjunction between plants and 
their images.”
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